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Abstract 
Interpreting research has a very short history and there are very few theories underpinning it, but it 
appears that the major factor that slows down its progress is the lack of translational research. This 
notion, borrowed from the medical sciences, is operationalised as translating theories in neighbor 
disciplines into the knowledge and research methods applicable to interpreting research (IR). While 
Shlesinger (1995) observed that many interpreting researchers may be strangers to paradigms in 
neighbor disciplines, it is argued in this paper that familiarity with those paradigms is a necessary, 
but not sufficient condition for the progress of IR. This is because paradigms and methods selected 
by researchers are motivated and informed by theories and testable research questions. Without 
translating knowledge, direct application of the most powerful methodology in a neighbor discipline 
to IR could prove fruitless. 
Introduction 
Recent innovations in the medical sciences have kindled hopes for the treatment of many diseases, 
including cancer. The nano-robots that cruise in blood vessels are believed to be capable of, amongst 
other things, repairing damaged heart muscle cells after a heart attack, and targeting and killing 
pathogens faster than antibiotics (Toumey, 2013). Like many other bright ideas, a nano-robot was 
once a theoretical hypothesis. Some of these ideas were realised and put into practice, while others 
can take longer, if not forever. What is crucial is that there are countless pieces of research that aim 
to translate the findings in fundamental medical research into medical practice. Medical research 
has such a long history and its foundation is so solid, that it has systematically and methodically 
explored almost every possible area within every subject of study. The result of this rigor is 
sophisticated division of scientific inquiry and cross-talk between divisions, which informs practice 
(i.e., bench-to-bedside translation) and allows feeding practitioners’ opinions and treatment 
effectiveness back into research (i.e., bedside-to-bench translation). This stimulates more follow-up 
research to improve existing practices (Ledford, 2008; Rubio et al., 2010). In this cycle (Figure 1), the 
crucial step between the theory and practice is translational research. In its original context, 
‘translational research includes two areas of translation. One is the process of applying discoveries 
generated during research in the laboratory, and in preclinical studies, to the development of trials 
and studies in humans. The second area of translation concerns research aimed at enhancing the 
adoption of best practices in the community. Cost-effectiveness of prevention and treatment 
strategies is also an important part of translational science’ ( Rubio et al., ibid., p. 472). In a wider 
context, it is ‘scientific research that helps to make findings from basic science useful for practical 
applications that enhance human health and well-being. It is practiced in the medical, behavioral, 
and social sciences’ (Wikipedia contributors, 2013). The latter will be elaborated and expanded to 
provide a coherent analogy relating medical sciences to the case in point, IR. 
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Figure 1 Translation Research in medical sciences 
 
Analogy of Translational Research 
Since the Nuremberg Trial, interpretation services have developed exponentially in every link of the 
‘supply chain’, from training accreditation, certification, to the service business models. According to 
an independent research firm, Common Sense Advisory, the value of European language services 
was $33.5 billion in 2012, and is projected to reach $47.3 billion in 2015, an increase of forty percent. 
If we look to the East, this industry in China alone will potentially be worth $47.3 billion in 2015 (Le 
Ray, 2013). As the market appears rosy, we can assume that the clients and interpreters are kept 
happy, or can we?  Numerous interpreters are delivering interpretation services in the market, and 
some are more successful than others, but are those successful ones necessarily better than the rest? 
If they are, by what standard and in whose opinion? If they are not, why not? What about 
interpreters’ working environment and pay rates? Unlike medical practices, where an operation  
follows text-book procedures, an approved drug is administered according to recommended 
guidelines, and patients’ responses to treatment are systematically documented whenever possible 
(e.g., hospitalized patients), interpreters are trained and certified differently, the quality of 
interpreting services is not only difficult to track, it is not even permissible, as interpreters are asked 
in profession guidelines to keep their clients’ identity and all forms of data strictly confidential 
("Practical Guide for Professional Conference Interpreters", 2012). Due to this restriction, the lack of 
data or input from the field has been the missing link that is crucial to research and can arguably 
benefit every player in the supply chain. Incidentally, the challenge of accessing data in the field is 
not exclusive to IR, but also one that slows down the bed-to-bench ‘reverse translation’ in medical 
research, e.g., it is difficult to access samples in clinical trials (Ledford, 2008). But even if data 
accessibility is not an issue, does that mean that there is no stumbling block in the way of IR, and 
that the data-to-theory and theory-to-data cycle can be completed? Not quite. This is because the 
foundation of interpretation research and theory (IRT) is comparatively limited in depth. Therefore, 
it is not entirely inconceivable to envisage the relation between IRT and interpreting practice as an 
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up-side-down pyramid (Figure 2). For IRT skeptics, theories may not seem to have much bearing on 
their service. But if the profession and discipline aspires to establish itself as a new comer to 
humanities and social sciences, the lack of research-informed education (Pöchhacker, 2010b) 
renders its status precarious.  
 
 
Figure 2 The relation between IRT and interpreting practice 
Researchers in IRT have already identified the nub of a problem thought to prevent the progress of 
IRT development. Gile (1994) argued in the Translation Studies Congress for opening up IRT to foster 
better understanding within and beyond practitioner-researcher community, since the stagnation in 
IRT may be partially attributable to the dominance of ‘isolationists’ in the 70s and early 80s. Apart 
from conservatism, the lack of ecological validity in research designed by enthusiastic psychologists 
helped very little in convincing the practitioner-researchers (or ‘practisearcher’ in Gile, 1994) of the 
potential that cognitive psychology could bring to IRT. Gile (1994, p. 156) also advocated strategies 
aimed at bringing neighbour disciplines closer to practitioner-researchers and interpreter trainees 
(also see Gile, 1990). Two decades later, conservatism is slowly dying, but another stumbling block 
appears to remain in that many fundamental questions remain unanswered, e.g., ‘how is 
simultaneous interpreting possible in the first place; what are the factors which make it more or less 
difficult’ (Shlesinger, 1995).  Although these questions, just as questions in blue skies research 
(Linden, 2008), do not have immediate real-world applications, the question ‘how can interpreting 
be best taught?’ cannot be satisfactorily addressed without theories that derive from basic research 
findings. It is exactly in ‘basic research’ that translational research comes into play. 
To draw an analogy between translational research and IR, it is essential to understand its objectives 
in its original context. Translational research in medicine is rationalised by reducing the time and 
maybe the cost for the delivery of basic research results to the bedside (Trochim, Kane, Graham, & 
Pincus, 2011). Trochim et al. (ibid) reviewed a few models created to evaluate the cost-effectiveness 
of the translational research effort. One common feature of these models concerns multiple steps of 
translation between the bench and the bedside. In Dougherty and Conway’s (2008) model (Figure 3), 
translation 1 (T1) translates basic science into knowledge of clinical efficacy. The three translation 
activities build on each other to form a bed-to-bench continuum, and the double-arrow lines 
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between each step indicate reversibility in the translation cycle. Put in the context of IR, there is 
indisputably no substantial body of basic research on interpreting. In other words, there is little that 
is ready for T1 translation into training or practice in Figure 2. Partially, this is due to a longstanding 
master-apprentice tradition ( Sawyer, 2004 in Pöchhacker, 2010b), trivialising insights in IR findings. 
Partially, it is the research findings themselves that may be too premature to be considered 
translatable (Toury, 1991). To be more precise, by the turn of the century, IR has been ‘long on 
hunches but short on methodology’ (Shlesinger, 1995). The lack of sufficient understanding of the 
philosophy of science is arguably the root of problem. This problem is so rife in translation and 
interpreting studies that the term ‘experiment’ is often used interchangeably with ‘quasi-experiment’ 
or case study. In this light, what needs to be translated is not only methodology (Toury, 1991) and 
research findings, but more urgently, the philosophy of scientific enquiry, e.g., Kuhn (2012), Popper 
(2002).  
 
 
Figure 3 Three-phase translational research model in Dougherty and Conway (2008) 
The history of medical translational research has already shed light on the value of reverse 
translation from bedside to bench. For example, cancer research cannot advance without solving the 
riddle as to why drugs that worked in laboratory became ineffective in some patients (Ledford, 2008). 
By the same token, anecdotal observations made by interpreters in the field may be translated into 
testable hypotheses (Shlesinger, 2009) to advance our understanding of interpreting. Consider an 
interpreter’s observation, ‘Whenever there is a list of items, I’ve noticed that even if I do omit a few 
of them, I almost always manage to retain the first and the last ones’ (Shlesinger, 2009, p. 3). This 
appears to describe the well-known effects of list learning in the memory literature – serial position 
effect (Murdock Jr, Bennet B, 1962), i.e. people remember better the first few items in a list (primacy 
effect), and tend to start their recall with the most recently presented items in a list (recency effect). 
In the translational research analogy, the reverse translation from observation into well-
documented psychological phenomenon requires background knowledge in relevant disciplines, e.g., 
psychology. But to make the reverse translation more impactful, what is crucial is the next phase 
where theory-driven research questions can be generated and tested to enable wider generalisation 
of these psychological effects, or to enable research in interpreting education which takes account of 
market requirements (Setton, 2010). Take list learning for example, would recency and primacy 
effects appear in different modes of interpreting, e.g., consecutive interpreting vs. simultaneous 
interpreting? If they do, does this finding lead to any coping tactics devised to tackle the challenge of 
memorising items in the middle of a word list which are ‘naturally’ less memorable? These empirical 
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studies require not only profound understanding of research design but also apt judgement on 
whether or not any modification is needed for the research procedure. For a new comer to social 
sciences, both directions of translation are essential (Setton, 2010), but perhaps, at this stage,  there 
is a greater need for knowledge and methodology (Toury, 1991) to be translated horizontally from 
relevant disciplines than vertically between IR and its applications (Figure 4)1. This claim rings truer 
when sharp criticisms are levelled at translational research frenzy. The caution against directing 
considerable resource and attention towards translational research is succinctly stated, ‘Before we 
can apply basic knowledge, let’s first make sure that the knowledge exists’ (Jogalekar, 2012). The 
major undertaking facing future IR is synthesising knowledge through conducting basic research that 
‘has nothing to do directly with translational research, but to enable it’ (Jogalekar, ibid).  
 
 
Figure 4 Translating research in neighbour disciplines into knowledge and paradigms applicable to IR. 
 
What kind of basic research? 
Research on the processes of simultaneous interpreting (SI) can be traced back to the 60s 
(Pöchhacker, 2010a). For over half a century, basic research on the topic of process has been on the 
increase but is still limited, perhaps due to the lack of ground work that produces translatable 
knowledge. To this day, very little is understood about SI, particularly if we ask blue-skies question 
such as, ‘how it is possible in the first place’. In SI, two streams of voice are perceived by interpreters, 
one from their speakers, the other generated by the interpreters themselves. When the two streams 
do not overlap, the comprehension process in SI is similar, but not identical, to that in daily 
conversation. But when, for around 70% of the time, they do overlap (Chernov, 1994, p. 139), the 
processes of source-speech comprehension and target-language production would appear to take 
place in parallel, imposing great pressure on the interpreters, particularly the novice. The overlap of 
two processes in time also poses challenges for existing psycholinguistic theories, as none is ready to 
accommodate concurrent listening and speaking in a monolingual setting, let alone a bilingual 
                                                          
1
 Compared with Figure 2, the up-side-down pyramid in Figure 4 has addition of darker triangles, each of which 
represents a neighbour discipline that is relevant to IR. The double-arrow lines represent horizontal translation 
between disciplines and vertical translation between research and practice. 
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setting. Models of various levels of sophistication were proposed by IR researchers (Pöchhacker, 
2004) to hypothesise processes and interactions in SI, but very few, if any, can be subject to 
stringent hypothesis testing and at the same time takes account of the real-world SI event. In 
comparison with full-modelling, Pöchhacker (ibid) argued that partial models which isolate particular 
aspects for analysis in a controlled environment may be more fruitful. This approach seems to match 
the trend of IRT since the year 2000 which coincided with vibrant and robust working memory 
research (Baddeley, 2003). This trend shows at least two approaches to research design, but neither 
is exclusively data-driven nor purely theory-driven. The data-driven (or practice-to-theory) approach 
takes an interest in individual differences in the cognitive capacity of interpreters (or trainees). The 
rationale behind this approach is that the difference in interpreters’ performance can be, with the 
control of as many other variables as possible, accounted for by their cognitive capacity or skills, 
including those that are domain-general (e.g., digit span) and domain-specific (e.g., single word 
translation latencies) (Christoffels, Groot, & Kroll, 2006; Kopke & Nespoulous, 2006). This type of 
research discovered skills, domain-general or specific, which are thought to be key to interpreting 
performance. It is important in establishing the norm of interpreting practice in the field, and it also 
helps to single out variables of interest for further research, complementing the bottom-up 
approach that tests hypotheses framed within established theories, e.g. working memory. The 
bottom-up approach can be characterised by sharply focused research questions, theory-driven 
hypotheses and predictions in a research design. Among the literature with this approach (Shlesinger, 
2000; Padilla, Bajo, & Macizo, 2005; Ruiz, Paredes, Macizo, & Bajo, 2008; Jin, 2010),  one experiment 
from Shlesinger (2000) will be briefly described to illustrate the challenges in translating theories 
across disciplines and opportunities in IRT. 
In one experiment, Shlesinger (2000) used a psychological paradigm in addressing a question of 
interpreters’ resource allocation during simultaneous interpreting. The task was straightforward 
English-to-Hebrew interpretation, but the sentences her participants heard contain word lists. This 
design was motivated by the findings of list learning in short-term memory research, which 
establishes several factors that affect people’s memory recall of a list of words. One robust factor is 
word length (Baddeley, Thomson, & Buchanan, 1975), i.e. memory recall for a word list is poorer 
when word length is longer in terms of the number of syllables.  For example, memory recall for the 
list ‘odd, cold, mean, cheap’ is usually better than that for ‘calculating, cold-blood, conning, 
opportunistic’. However, the word length effect disappears when participants are prevented from 
rehearsing these visually presented items by repeating a single syllable, e.g., bla bla bla (this 
procedure is called articulatory suppression). Intriguingly, the word length effect remains when 
items are presented auditorily. When an interpreter is listening to fresh information, and his/her 
simultaneous interpretation for previously processed information takes place concurrently, then 
interpreters’ target language utterance could affect their comprehension in a way similar to 
repeating single syllables while trying to memorise auditorily presented items (Mizuno, 2005). In this 
case, Shlesinger (2000) would have hoped to discover the word length effect when she compared 
participants’ performance in reproducing word lists during interpreting sentences with a list of long 
words vs. sentences with a list of short words. However, her participants’ performance in 
interpreting sentence with long words was too poor to be statistically examined. Shlesinger believed 
that her finding may have been confounded by participants’ strategy use, i.e. they may have been 
trained to omit items when encountering a list of them. This research could be regarded as an 
attempt to translate knowledge and methodology from psychology. However, it could have been 
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more fruitful if Shlesinger had considered the effect of interpreters’ target-language utterance on 
their source-language comprehension analogous to the ‘irrelevant speech effect’ (Neath, Surprenant, 
& LeCompte, 1998) in addition to the ‘articulatory suppression effect’ (Mizuno, 2005). It could also 
be the case that the interference that concurrent speech causes interpreters’ listening 
comprehension is not comparable to the effect that articulatory suppression has on list learning, 
because it has been found that sentence processing appeared normal even if participants’ list 
learning was impaired (Martin, 1990). When one begins to evaluate these competing hypotheses, 
this can be considered the first step in ‘translational’ research, just like the T1 in the 3-phase model 
(Fig. 3). In this approach, for example, empirical studies might offer evidence to suggest that neither 
‘irrelevant speech’ nor ‘articulatory suppression’ is deemed relevant because speech production in 
simultaneous interpreting does not share processes with memory recall for unrelated word lists. This, 
if true, does not imply a failure in translational research, but a success in falsifying a hypothesis, 
which enables the translational research to move on until a valid research design is discovered or 
created. Only when profound understanding is translated into valid research methods can IRT move 
from simply ‘testing something’ to ‘testing something’ (Toury, 1991).  
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